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Santería in Cuba: Repression, Accommodation, Coexistence


Santería, also known as the Yoruba religion or la regla lucumí, has suffered throughout history from the public misconception of its origins, practices, and rituals. The faith originated in the western region of the African continent (present-day Nigeria) in the first millenium before Christ. Erroneously branded as a backward civilization, the Yorubas were actually quite advanced for their age, living in urban settings and producing some of the most acclaimed art of the Old World. Among their greatest achievements was a complex religious faith, of which a derivative, Santería, has played a key role in Cuban history.


The Yoruba's divine system is monotheistic, as they worship an almighty being known as Olorún or Olodumare. This god rules the universe and all life, providing the ashé or spiritual energy. Although deeply concerned about its creation, Olorún cannot be contacted by humans. To allow communication between itself and its worshippers, it has created emissaries known as orishas. These liaisons rule over human life through the forces of nature, and aid their followers, assisting in material and spiritual matters. 


Approached through rituals, prayers, divinations, and offerings (ebó), the orishas are assigned particular behaviors and powers. These special characteristics are noted by their followers, who are claimed at birth by the divine emissaries. Although several hundred orishas are believed to exist, seven tend to be mentioned as the most prominent. Each must be appeased to secure material prosperity and spiritual well being. The following list mentions several key elements of their worship, including the eleké (necklace) colors and caminos or attributes.

· Obatala - The ruler of peace and purity, Obatala is thought to be the first orisha created by Olorún. In addition to all white things, he controls hills, mountains, and the human body. Its offerings include milk, rice, doves, hens, and goats.

· Eleggua - The second most powerful orisha, Eleggua is god's messenger and rules all crossroads. His magic is all-powerful, and other orishas need his approval before spells are cast. Identified with red and black, it prefers fish, male chickens, palm oil, rum, and cigars as his offerings.

· Changó - Ruler of fire, thunder, and lightning, Changó represents virility, passion, and power; his flamboyant and romantic nature enables his spells to defeat enemies in battle. Among the objects found in his offerings are cornmeal, palm oil, roosters, rams, and turkeys. His eleké or bead collar is white and red.

· Oggún - Constantly at war, Oggún is the protector of the working man. His identification with strong emotions and violence is rooted in his everlasting conflict with Changó. Roosters, rum, cigars, beans, and palm oil are found in sacrifices in his honor, in which his followers wear black and green beads.

· Orunla - The patron saint of the high priests, this orisha embodies the search for knowledge. The Ifa Table, Santería's fortune telling instrument, is under his possession. Coconuts and black hens are usually found at his offerings. His colors are green and yellow.  

· Yemaya - As the great mother and giver of life, she is arguably regarded as the greatest orisha. Her subjects include females, pregnancies, seas, and oceans. Her eleké is blue and white, and she is appeased by gifts of watermelons, pineapples, ducks, roosters, and fish.

· Oshún - The youngest orisha, she is the most popular, and as a result, the most spoiled. She rules over marriage, rivers, love, sexuality, and money matters. Represented by the colors coral, aquamarine, and yellow, Oshún is usually offered honey and peacocks. 

   
 Membership requisites have been altered through history, but one aspect has remained constant: the orisha's approval is necessary for induction. A santero (practicing member) or babalawo (high priest) conducts the three rites of initiation. In order to determine the person's ruling orisha, a preliminary ceremony is performed. The elekés are blessed in a week long ceremony which includes animal sacrifices, the storage in the special elixir of omiero, and the presentation of the necklaces to the initiation candidate, who must be completely dressed in white.


The second stage of the initiation process is a ceremony in honor of Eleggua and his warriors. The priest determines which of Eleggua's twenty-one paths will be undertaken, and presents the candidate with a miniature representation of the orisha. The small statue is said to guard the prospective santero, as the warriors (Ogún, Osún, and Ochosi) protect his or her every move. The yawo or initiation candidate then undergoes the third tier of the process, which itself is fragmented into several acts. A fifty-three week apprenticeship follows, during which the applicant's head is shaven and cleansed, white garments are worn, and a close reading of the systems of divination is studied under the sponsoring santero or padrino's tutelage.


Once the candidate successfully completes the initiation process, he/she can participate in the various rituals of divination: Obi, Diloggun, Okuele, and the Table of Ifa. Each uses divergent means to obtain the answers sought by the santeros, and are seldom performed before sacrifices and offerings.


As stated earlier, these practices have been altered throughout the course of history due to the challenges and circumstances faced by the Yoruba people. Their advanced state of civilization and political strength created an empire that occupied the better part of Western Africa for several centuries. Several internal and external wars lead to the removal of Alafin of Oyo from the Yoruba throne toward the end of the eighteenth century. A coalition of chiefs attempted to preserve a fragile and fragmented empire under siege from the northern and western frontiers. The Fulani and Dahomey kingdoms attacked the weakened Yoruba tribes, successfully defeating the Oyo Empire and enslaving the majority of its subjects. 


The European powers, in desperate need of human labor force to replace the Caribbean islands' extinct Indian population, raided the African shores for slaves. Many captive Yorubas were bought or captured from the Fulani and Dahomey kingdoms and brought to the distant shores of Brazil and the Caribbean. While exact figures cannot be found, conservative estimates set the figure of transported Yorubas at ten million, of whom slightly less than a million were taken to Cuba.
 Once again the Yorubas' freedom was curtailed, their lives changed, and their homeland abandoned. However, their culture, language, and religion accompanied them in the long voyage to foreign lands, assuring their remembrances of Africa would never be completely forgotten.


Slave trade was especially marked in Cuba due to a pair of reasons: the relevance of sugar trade and the independence wars of South America. Cuba's natural resources did not include precious metals; as a result, agriculture was almost immediately implemented. The island's geography facilitated the establishment of the colony as Spain's premier sugar cane producer. As a Native American product, sugar was unknown in the Old World. The colonial nature of the New World prompted the shipment of these new products to Europe, resulting in an increased demand for the delicacies. The high levels of sugar cane production required constant shipments of Africa slaves, mostly from the Yoruba region.


The independence wars left the Spanish  crown with only two colonies, Cuba and Puerto Rico. These islands were separated by Haiti, which had obtained its independence from France after a bloody conflict led by the slaves. Most slave owners and traders from South America fled to Cuba, where they sought to tighten control on the black population, still increasing due to the sugar demand.  


Much like the Spanish authorities had done with the native Indians, the Catholic Church entrusted the slave owners with the responsibility of converting the Africans to Christianity. Not only had the blacks been unwillingly transported from their homeland to a strange continent and obligated to work in the sugar fields, but they were also forced to shed the last remaining vestiges of their culture. Despite the efforts of the church's hierarchy (which grounded its position on what it thought to be the slaves' own good) and the slave owners, the Yorubas' religious practices were not eliminated, but instead driven underground. For the slaves, devotion to the orishas provided an outlet for their emotional and physical anguish. Those who did not turn to religion to alleviate their conditions often committed suicide in hopes they would be transported back to their lost homeland.


 In order to carry out the conversion process, the slaves were obligated to attend both mass and Catechism classes. However, the concept did not yield the expected results for the whites. Instead of teaching the slaves the "true path to salvation", it instilled in them an awareness of the various similarities between the Catholic figures and saints and the orishas. This perception provided the building blocks for the syncretism experienced by the religion, as it incorporated several aspects of Catholicism into its practice. Faced with the eminent risk of losing an important part of their culture, the Yorubas decided to assimilate, albeit originally in a superficial and insincere manner, Catholic elements into their religion. The upshot was the birth of Santería, the incorporation of Catholic icons into the Yoruba faith. This mélange deceived the white slave owners while allowing the Yorubas to worship the orishas.


In an attempt to appease the masters and avoid additional suffering, the slaves  assigned Christian saint names to the orishas. These designations were not unfounded; the orishas were paired with Catholic figures with whom they shared attributes or spiritual likeness. As a result, Obtala became linked with Cuba's patron saint, our Lady of Mercy; Eleggua, with Saint Anthony; Changó, with Saint Barbara; Oggún, with Saint Peter; Orunla, with St. Francis of Assisi; Yemya, with our Lady of Regla; and Oshún, with Our Lady of La Caridad del Cobre. Slave owners would express content at the slave's devotion to the Lady of Mercy, when it fact he/she was revering Obtala. In this manner, the slaves would secretly worship the orishas under the façade of Catholic saints, facilitating not only the preservation but also the propagation of the religion.  


Experts link this development with the introduction of the term Santería to regard the religion. It is also noteworthy to mention the babalawos' dislike for the term, since it marked the rupture with the original African dogma and introduced alien practices into the faith. Yet this is the name most commonly known and widely used, since it has allowed the faith to survive hard times and remain in practice.


The Yoruba religion also survived thanks to those slaves who escaped from their masters and established communities known as palanques. These runaways, called cimarrones, provided settlements in which African culture, language, and religion were maintained until the independence wars of 1868 and 1895. Usually hidden in the mountains,  these villages were incorporated into the mainstream Cuban society as the freedom fighters needed more soldiers in their ranks. 


The transition from a rural to an urban life was another avenue used by the Afro-Cubans to preserve their practices. Slave owners usually allowed their subjects to purchase their liberty through a process known as coartación, provided the whites could make a profit on the transaction. These freed blacks and mulattos usually settled in the cities, where cooperation and mutual help were easier to obtain. Although racial prejudice remained rampant, Afro-Cubans could make a living on a simple trade, and count on each other to provide emotional support. The strong community established by the lucumís, as they became known due to their "oluku mi" greeting
, allowed the proliferation of the orisha worship.


Once again the Catholic Church intervened in an effort to convert the blacks. As it had done in the past through the practice of mandatory baptismal and church attendance, the church sought to encourage societies based on ethnicity in an attempt to gain their sympathy and support. These fraternities, which became known as cabildos, helped the blacks purchase the freedom of those still under slavery, arrange funerals, and organize carnival-style dances during the church feast days. This last activity was the perfect vehicle to showcase their integration into the Cuban and Catholic societies while maintaining a strong Yoruba presence in their culture. 


Since fewer and fewer Afro-Cubans had been born in Africa, the predominant Catholic elements found in Cuban society became more accepted into the lucumí societies. As a result, Santería ceased to be Yoruba religion under a Catholic mask, instead turning into a legitimate syncretized  form of religion. Unwillingly, the Catholic Church, through the cabildos, fostered the Yoruba-Catholic hybrid by allowing the Afro-Cubans to retain most aspects of their culture. The same spiritual being came to be represented by the Catholic saint and the orisha, creating a new religion with elements from both lucumí and Catholicism.


Meanwhile, the Second War of Independence had transferred control of Cuba from Spain to the United States. Although slavery had been abolished, racial prejudice was still a palpable part of Cuban society. The American-appointed governors of the occupation era (1898-1902) contributed to the overall feeling of animosity toward not only the Afro-Cubans, but also their culture and religious beliefs. Despite the United States' constitutional guarantee of religious freedom, Afro-Cuban religions were outlawed during those four years. 


Afro-Cubans sought modes in which to voice their anger and protest, but were met with swift answers of repression. The Partido Independiente de Color (Independent Party of Coloreds), founded by Afro-Cubans Evaristo Estenoz and Pedro Ivonet, was founded but immediately squashed in a 1912 massacre. Three thousand protestors were lynched by the United States-backed Cuban government, which afterwards outlawed political parties based on ethnicity.


 Angered and despaired by such injustice, a new generation of Afro-Cubans voiced their indignation through artistic means. Their enthusiastic national and ethnic pride was showcased in African-inspired music, literature, and dance. The national values were pitted against the imperialistic European and American ones, mirroring the overall message of Cuban art of the time: afrocubanismo was born, with intellectuals such as Nicolás Guillén and Alejo Carpentier. While the former was Afro-Cuban, the latter was not, proof of the deep infiltration of African aspects into popular Cuban culture. His work, Ecue Yamba O (Lord be Praised) was the forerunner of Lydia Cabrera's El Monte in the historical fiction genre, while Fernando Ortiz's recent historical publications draw heavily on research from this epoch.  


During the first half of the twentieth century, Cuba remained an unofficial United States protectorate. Presidential administrations sought to appease the United States governments, without which they would not be able to stay in power. Washington dictated Cuban politics, since the Platt Amendment gave it the right to intervene in Cuban internal politics whenever it deemed necessary. The political control eased economic control as well, since Americans owned the vast majority of Cuban land. Afro-Cubans and mulattos were routinely denied entrance and/or membership to American owned facilities and hotels, further strengthening the racial bias, which included every aspect of Afro-Cuban culture.


Although Santería was not outlawed by the Cuban presidential administrations, its practice was frowned upon and heavily criticized by the "civilized" sectors of society. Yet many members of the haute classes, in addition to the vast majority of self-professed Christians, secretly practiced the lucumí religion. Since rituals could be performed in residences and limited external appearances needed to be displayed, Santería was able to survive and even flourish at the time. Even presidents Machado and Batista were believed to be followers of the religion, invoking the orishas in time of need. Months before Castro marched triumphantly into Havana, Batista convened hundreds of babalawos to "summon the gods of Africa to his aid, and 'appease the demons of war'".
 It was not rare, and even more common today, to find those who practiced Catholicism at church and then offered sacrifices to the orishas at home. The Catholic Church, still reeling from a loss of support due to its decision to side with the Spaniards during the wars of independence, was unable to deter its followers to simultaneously practice the Afro-Cuban faith.   


Racial tensions grew during Batista's second reign. Blacks suffered the brunt of the prejudice, as they were discriminated against not only by Americans but also by white Cubans. The emergence of Fidel Castro was seen in a positive light by both racial groups; the upper class regarded him as the great white hope while the Afro-Cubans hoped the victory of the revolution would bring about the end of institutionalized racism, and provide better socioeconomic opportunities for development. In December 1958, with the eminent victory mere days away, the babalawos celebrated the "gran ewo" New Year carnival. In dedicating the ceremony to Castro, the santeros asked for the orishas blessings upon him.


Santería high priests were eager to embrace Castro, especially during the early stages of the revolution. Castro's discourses against racial bias garnered the enthusiastic support of the babalawos, who believed their faith would finally be allowed to be manifested publicly. His government actually recognized Santería as a valid form of religious expression, but eventually reversed its stance when the manifestation of the revolution's Marxist-Leninist nature resulted in a massive campaign against religious institutions, individuals, and ideals. The Catholic Church was vehemently attacked, resulting in the expulsion from the island of more than three-quarters of its clergy. Protestant faiths were also targeted, proving the actions were not a Castro vendetta against the Roman church. Despite never having opposed the regime, Santería found itself once again driven underground by the state's repressive attitude. 


The decade that followed severely weakened the state of religious institutions and beliefs in Cuba, with the possible exception of Santería. For the leaders of the Catholic Church, the situation was entirely novel. After more than four centuries of close association with the government, they found themselves not only stripped of their special considerations, but acrimoniously attacked by an atheistic regime. For Santería and its followers, the situation was not new, but merely a continuation of its long history on Cuban soil. The state was quick to subject the faith to a Marxist critique, which deemed religion as the "opiate of the people." However, the attack on Santería did not end there, as it was regarded as barbaric and irrational, undoubtedly playing on the centuries-long misconceptions. Its colorfulness and beauty warranted its inclusion into any well-rounded discussion of Cuban culture and folklore, but its religious teachings or divine implications were ridiculed.


Members of the Afro-Cuban brotherhoods were barred from the Communist Party, despite their aid before and during the revolutionary struggle. Children professing religious beliefs were mocked at school, and the National Congress on Education and Culture "found" a connection between membership in religious sects and school retardation. As stated earlier, Santería was further pushed into the underground, where it continued to thrive despite the government's efforts to curtail it.


As the decade progressed, the government's repressive approach toward Santería and its followers appeared to backfire. The serious shortcomings of the revolution depressed sectors of the Cuban people, who sought to console their doubts and pains through religion. The state's model of official, institutionalized atheism failed to yield the expected results, proof of the stronghold Santería had on the majority of the Cuban people. By the 1970s, two additional factors combined to force the government into rethinking its stance: Cuban involvement in Africa and the recognition of the faith's immense contributions to the Cuban folklore.


Castro envisioned the Caribbean nation as a cradle for revolutionary movements, and sought to export Marxist-Leninist thought into both Latin America and Africa. Realizing the difficulties the proposed exchanges would face if the repression on Afro-Cuban religion was maintained, Castro not only alleviated some of the restraints on Santería but also remarked its importance in Cuban culture. The commander-in-chief routinely stated the importance of the African elements in Cuban daily life, which was "Afro-Latin" instead of "Latin American."
 The lack of institutions in the faith also eased the transition, since the absence of access to mass media and connections to wealthy white exiles considerably diminished any risks to the state. 


The eighties continued the pattern of rapprochement between the government and most religious institutions. Among the reforms experienced in the first half of the decade were the lifting of the most overt repressive methods on the faith and the appointment of José Carneado Rodríguez to head a study of religious activity in the island. His relationship with the babalawos proved to be rather successful, for the spiritual leader of the Nigerian Yorubas, Alaiyeluwa Oba Okunade Sijuwade, visited the island in 1987. After meeting with Castro, the organizers decided to hold the Fourth International Congress on Orisha Tradition and Culture in Cuba instead of Haiti.


 Presently, religious liberty in Cuba is respected to a certain degree. Few restrictions remain, a far cry from the early days of the revolution. However, freedom of worship does not equal freedom of speech, as several Christian churches have discovered. These limitations have resulted in some of the most acrimonious battles between the branches of Christianity established in Cuba, most of which had enjoyed state support and benefits throughout the Spanish colonial era and the American occupation, and the Castro government. These restraints were familiar territory for the santeros, who had never received state support. Under the Castro dictatorship,  Santería has been able to evade the state's ire to a certain degree by restraining its followers and not meddling in state affairs. In return, the state has acknowledged its importance in Cuban culture, and an unprecedented official state of recognition.


The Christian faiths, especially the Catholic Church,  have also learned to accept the power and influence of Santería on its members. Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, auxiliary bishop of Havana. believes some 85 percent of Cuban Catholics practice Santería as well.
 The religion's lack of a rigid dogma, coupled with its facile integration into Catholic practices, has resulted in a considerable number of Cubans consulting the orishas "just in case". These confused Cuban Catholics searched for an alternative method of expressing their religious convictions, and most found such a vehicle in Santería. Other Latin American leaders of the Catholic Church have also sought to accommodate popular religiosity into the faith's practices, producing an official inclusion of some Santería aspects. Although Catholicism has not fully accepted Santería, it has acquiesced to become part of it. 


Fidel Castro's revolution produced a mass exodus of Cubans, most of which settled in Puerto Rico, Florida, or New York. Many of these exiles practiced Santería, while others were initiated babalawos. Although these locations had been inhabited by santeros for the past two centuries, their presence was rather small; this injection of Yoruba followers considerably increased the number of santeros. Once again the faith had been transported; although the distance traveled was much shorter, once more Santería had to start from scratch. Its followers are adapting and increasing, prompting some observers to identify the faith as a growing world religion.


Many of the new converts are neither Cubans nor blacks nor Catholics. Santería's appeal in urban centers such as Miami and New York has seduced white, Protestant Americans into the fold. As a result, some of its secret, cliquish qualities are being lost. Puerto Rican Santería, on the other hand, dates back to the eighteenth century, but did not enjoy such a strong presence as its Cuban counterpart. With the waves of Cuban exiles, the situation has been altered considerably, and now the Yorubas constitute an integral role in Puerto Rican culture.


Although the most recent move to foreign shores has increased the membership of the religion, it has also produced drawbacks and new challenges. In 1993, the city of Hialeah sued the Church of the Lukumi Babalu Aye for what it believed to be extreme cases of animal cruelty.
 A group of animal right activists researched the case and found several similar suits brought to the New York City courts in the previous decade, in which the ruling bodies declared that animal sacrifices were not protected from the freedom of religion provision of the First Amendment.


Much to the chagrin of the animal rights groups, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Santería church, striking down the ordinances in several technicalities. The ambiguous decision did not, however, issue a statute declaring the acts of animal sacrifices as protected under the First Amendment. Several other institutions, like the Rutgers University Animal Rights Law center, have also attacked Santería on the same grounds of animal cruelty.  


The religion now known as Santería has experienced several transformations since its inception by the Yorubas thousands of years ago. Its relocation to the New World, especially the Caribbean, presented new challenges to the Afro-Americans. The repressive methods of control utilized by the Spanish Crown, the American occupants, the Republican presidential administrations, the Castro dictatorship, and the Catholic church molded the lucumí beliefs into Santería, a process not yet finished. The propagation of the faith into other parts of the American continents has broadened its scope, membership, and practices, resulting in a variation of the original beliefs still practiced in present day Nigeria. 


Yet despite these changes, the faith remains true to its origins. Its remarkable adaptability permits it to flourish in new areas and different epochs; with time,  the practice will undoubtedly be altered once again as it faces new threats. The Church of Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah court decision exemplifies the challenges Santería will face in the future. As long as it remains faithful to its origins, while facing the new obstacles and adapting according to its needs, its survival will be secure.

Copyright © 1999 Antonio S. Oliver. All rights reserved.
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